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Introduction
Although it has been widely recognized that communication is important in the diffusion of any innovation (Rogers, 1994),
few studies have actually addressed the issue. This study proposes that communication is the central element in the diffusion
process. As such, communication theory is used as a basis for the proposed model. Previous research in IT innovations and
complementary theories are incorporated where appropriate. Unlike prior models which view communication as simply a single
variable influencing adoption, the proposed model is holistic, assuming all characteristics of communication and absorbing other,
usually separate constructs, into the realm of communication. The resulting model is both comprehensive and simple (see
Figure 1).

Communication Characteristics
Communication consists of six elements: (1) the source of the message (who), (2) the content of the message (what), (3)
the channel used for the message (how), (4) the timing of the message (when), (5) the purpose of the message (why), and (6)
the location where the message is received (where). These six must be understood in the context of an individual’s perception
of the characteristics involved (Jablin, 1987). That is, an individual’s perception will condition his response to the six elements
outlined.

Source of the Message (Who)
Information concerning the innovation can be from the external or internal environment. The sender of the message, the
sender’s credibility, trustworthiness, and status, could have a positive or negative affect on the predisposition to adopt the
innovation.
Nilakanta and Scamell (1990) investigated the effects of communication on the diffusion of innovation in database design
tools and techniques. Their study concluded that information sources are necessary for the diffusion of innovation. Their
research also showed that the levels of diffusion seem to correlate with the variety of the sources that are available (Nilakanta
and Scamell, 1990).
Brancheau and Wetherbe (1990) studied the effects of communication on the adoption of spreadsheet software. The results
showed that mass media and external sources were important in making the decision maker aware of the innovation.
In studies on the social network, each individual has a personal communication network which consists of friends and
acquaintances who are similar with the individual and with each other (Rogers, 1979). What each individual finds out about an
innovation depends on this social structure. In fact, when confronted with ambiguous information, potential adopters base their
decisions on social cues from this personal communication network (Abrahamson and Rosenkopf, 1997).

Content of the Message (What)
An individual’s decision to accept and support the adoption of the innovation will be conditioned upon (Jablin, 1987): (1)
the accuracy of the message; (2) the authenticity of the message; (3) the relevance of the message; (4) the specificity of the
message; (5) the quantity of information in the message; (6) the quality of the message; and (7) the benefits outlined in the
message.
Rogers’ (1983) diffusion of innovation (DOI) theory suggests that the characteristics of innovations, as perceived by
potential adopters, impact the adoption of the innovation. The information concerning these innovation characteristics are carried
in the content of the message. The commonly cited characteristics are (Rogers, 1994): relative advantage, compatibility,
complexity, trialability, and observability. These perceived characteristics of the innovation are communicated to individuals
and by individuals. These communications influence the individual’s perception about innovation characteristics. Therefore,
the innovation characteristics should not be viewed separate from the communication that carries the message.

Channel Used for the Message (How)
The receiver of the message will react based upon his perception of how the message was communicated (the channel).
The propensity of assisting in the diffusion of the message of innovation will be based upon whether or not the message was
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communicated via: (1) mass media; (2) organizational channels; (3) interpersonal channels; and (4) with an opportunity for
interactive exchange of the message.
Social network theory suggests that the structure of communication networks also influences the order in which individuals
receive information about the innovation. This, in turn, influences the order in which they adopt (Abrahamson and Rosenkopf,
1997).
Zmud (1983) discovered that a software group’s internal environment mediated the relationship between the availability
of a particular information channel and the group’s innovativeness. In addition, Zmud (1983) also suggests that the effectiveness
of particular information channels is contingent on characteristics of the organization making use of those channels.
Brancheau and Wetherbe (1990) investigated the effects of external and internal communication channels in their study on
the adoption of spreadsheet software by individuals. Their results indicated that interpersonal and internal communication
channels were important in forming the attitude of the decision maker towards the innovation. Nilakanta and Scamell (1990)
also found that communication channels were necessary for the diffusion of innovation in their study of database design tools
and techniques.

Timing of the Message (When)
An individual reacts to messages based upon their perception of involvement in the decision when the message is
communicated. Therefore, timeliness of the message revolves around whether individuals are communicated the message
frequently, prior to adoption, during the adoption phase, or after the adoption of the innovation.
Ebadi and Utterback (1984) discovered that (1) the frequency of communication among the principal investigators is
postively correlated with project success; and (2) all other things equal, the frequency of communication explains more of the
variation in project success than does project centrality which explains more of the variation in project success than does diversity
of communication. The study reflects some aspects of social network theory in that they also discovered that project centrality
within the communication network is positively correlated with project success.

Purpose of the Message (Why)
A key factor that affects the perception of an individual concerns the purpose of the message (why it is being
communicated). Generally, the message’s purpose can be categorized as messages relating to: (1) the jobs within an
organization, (2) policy and regulation, (3) an individual’s attitude, morale, satisfaction, etc., and (4) new plans, processes,
activities, etc. (Goldhaber, 1986). To our knowledge, no prior studies in IT innovation has investigated the purpose of the
message and its impact on the adoption decision.

Location Where the Message is Received (Where)
A final factor to be considered is where the message is delivered. Those messages received in the manager’s office, shop
floor, committee meeting, could very well be perceived differently if received in a parking lot, washroom, golf course, or other
social setting (Jablin, 1987). Previous research in IT has ignored the location (where) aspect of communication and its impact
on the adoption decision.

The Model
An innovation does/does not diffuse because information about the innovation is “communicated through certain channels
over time among members of a social system” (Rogers, 1983). As theory and prior research would suggest, communication
impacts the decision to adopt an innovation. Communication theory provides an overview of the communication characteristics
— who, what, how, when, why, where — which, when taken in context of diffusion of innovation, provides a parsimonious way
of viewing the adoption of innovation.
Table 1 provides a summary of the key communication elements discussed in the previous section; Figure 1 illustrates the
resulting model. This model proposes that communication is the central element in the decision to adopt innovations. As
previously discussed, Rogers’ (1983) innovation characteristics are subsumed by the model. Additionally, key elements of social
network theory and prior research of the effects of communication on the adoption of innovations is incorporated.
As seen in Figure 1, communication characteristics impact the adoption decision. However, as suggested by Zmud (1983),
the effectiveness of communication is contingent on characteristics of the organization. Thus, the effects of communication on
the adoption decision are moderated by organizational characteristics. ‘Adoption decision’ simply indicates the individuals
decision to use or reject the innovation.

Propositions
As suggested by the model, the propositions proposed for future research are:
P1: Communication characteristics impact an individual’s decision to adopt. Specifically,
P1a:How the message about an innovation is communicated will impact the decision to adopt.
P1b:
Who communicates the message of the innovation will impact the decision to adopt.
P1c:
When the message about the innovation is communicated will impact the decision to adopt.
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P1d:
What information is included (or omitted) about the innovation will impact the decision to adopt.
P1e:Where the information is communicated will impact the decision to adopt.
P1f: Why the information is communicated will impact the decision to adopt.
P2: The effects of communication on the adoption decision is moderated by organizational characteristics.
Table 1
Communication Characteristics

Source

Source of the message (Who)

Nilakanta and Scamell (1990)
Brancheau & Wetherbe (1990)
Social Network Theory

Content of the message (What)

Rogers’ (1993) Innovation Characteristics

Channel used for the message (How)

Zmud (1983)
Brancheau & Wetherbe (1990)
Nilakanta and Scamell (1990)
Social Network Theory

Timing of the message (When)

Ebadi & Utterback (1984)
Social Network Theory

Purpose of the message (Why)
Location where the message is received (Where)
COMMUNICATION
CHARACTERISTICS

Contribution of the Model

To date, there is a general lack of research in the area of
Source (who)
communication influences on the adoption of technological
innovations. The research that has been conducted has focused
Content (what)
primarily on the source of the message. Prior research has ignored
major communication characteristics such as the content of the
Channel (how)
ADOPTION
message, the purpose of the message, and the location where the
DECISION
message is received. As suggested herein, although not explicitly
Timing (when)
investigated before, the content of the message carries information
Purpose (why)
about the characteristics of the innovations. Thus, on the micro-level,
ORGANIZATIONAL
the model has illustrated the need for research in the areas of ‘why’
CHARACTERISTICS
Location (where)
(the purpose of the message), and ‘where’ (the location where the
message was received). On a macro level, the model illustrates the
need to take a holistic view of the effects of communication of the
Figure 1. The Research Model
decision to adopt.
The proposed model provides a comprehensive, yet simple way
of understanding and studying the adoption process. Key elements of communication theory, social network theory, DOI theory,
and previous research is incorporated. Future research can focus on operationalizing propositions and empirically investigating
the model.

Summary and Conclusions
The purpose of this paper was to present a model of the effects of communication on the adoption process.. This research
emphasizes the study of the six elements of communication: who, what, how, when, why, and where. It is argued here, that
while researchers have looked at these elements individually, they must be looked at as a whole in order to understand the
importance of communication to the diffusion of innovations.
The model presented in this paper is one exploratory attempt to refine an approach needed to study the important area of
communication and the diffusion of technology.
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